
 

When we think of the United Kingdom we typically have a mental image of people 
drinking tea, playing soccer and eating fish and chips.  But the bigger identifier of the 
British culture is undoubtedly the monarchy as represented by “the royal family”.  
Whether or not we agree with the need for a monarchy in today’s society, it is very clear 
that a vast number of people all around the world buy into the “brand” and are “waving 
the flag”.

The firm, as the royals call themselves, is at the core of an instantly recognizable culture 
that amounts to what is essentially free publicity for Britain.  It delivers definite tangible 
benefits.  Whether it’s the more obvious revenue from events like the royal wedding 
depicted above, or the unseen advertising and sales revenues for companies and 
products that have received the royal seal of approval (i.e. royal warrants), this culture 
translates into significant earnings and long-term economic value.  

This family business is estimated to have a commercial value in the range of $65 – $70 
billion.  About 40 percent of this amount has been attributed to physical or tangible 
assets such as the crown jewels, art collections, crown estate properties, and royal 
palaces.  That means the majority of  “the firm’s” commercial value comes from 
intangible assets – primarily the culture – that has created an intense interest in all 
things royal. 

In this issue of Changing Lanes, we examine the role that a clear, identifiable culture can 
play in maximizing the value of your firm.  As you begin Hour Six of preparing for an 
internal or external sale, consider what you can you do to promote your culture and 
ensure your team is waving the flag. 
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Time is Running Out

We are now in Hour Six of the countdown to selling your 
business under your terms.  As you go around the clock it 
will eventually become clear which is the right sale option 
for you –  an internal sale to a family or management team 
member, or an external sale to a strategic or financial 
buyer. 

Hour Six

Purpose

To take advantage of the long-term economic value that a 
clear,  identifiable culture can create.

Process

Understand the elements of your organization’s culture, 
then take steps to increase the energy in the firm and raise 
the level of engagement.  

Payoff

A stronger corporate culture, with greater loyalty and 
lower employee turnover, that can lead to superior 
financial results and attract more of the right type of 
buyer. 

In Hour 4 of the countdown, we examined those elements of 
your operation that contribute to and denote its sustainability 
– its value drivers.  Value drivers such as cash flow, financial 
controls, and internal processes are tangible and measurable.  
Others, like culture, brand recognition, and reputation, are 
more intangible and typically harder to assess.  However, these 
intangible assets are just as important when it comes to 
maximizing the saleability of your business.  

Culture may well be the most difficult of all value drivers to 
define.  It is the collective name for those “behind the scenes” 
assets that drive the behaviors and actions which ultimately 
enhance the more tangible assets.  It is, therefore, an element 
that has the power to make or break an organization.  An 
identifiable, maintainable organizational culture – one that 
everyone understands and buys into – is an asset that will attract 
both internal and external buyers. A dysfunctional culture, on 
the other hand,  increases the level of risk and will certainly 
detract from the price potential buyers are prepared to pay.

An organization’s culture is essentially its personality, its 
unique identity.  Typically derived from its history, vision, 
values, philosophies and beliefs, the culture of a firm is like the 
roots from which productivity and profitability grow.

A business culture is easily identifiable when all aspects of the 
operation are aligned with this unique personality.  It is 
maintainable when the owners, management, and staff 
believe in it and support it.  A dysfunctional culture is evident 
when people don’t know why they are there, when they have 
no loyalty to the organization, or when there is low 
engagement and/or high employee turnover.  

Culture is important, therefore, because it controls the value of 
your human capital, which in turn translates into long-term 
economic value for the new owners.  Take some time to 
further explore Hour 6 to ensure you have a strong culture and 
are investing in your human capital.  In other words, ensure 
your team is “waving the flag”.   

A people without the knowledge of 

their past history, origin, and culture is 

like a tree without roots.

Marcus Garvey
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Defining Your Culture

Your Working Capital

Reflect on some of the companies you consider successful.  
Do they have a clearly-identifiable culture?  While many years 
may have passed since the following organizations were first 
founded, there is strong evidence of that early culture in how 
they present themselves today.

Sam Walton didn’t start his variety stores to get rich.  He 
believed in the strategy of buying in bulk and discounting 
prices.  He practiced that same philosophy with his staff, 
allowing them to purchase stock options at a discount.  
That “discount” culture still defines Walmart today.

Ray Kroc had an obsession for orderliness and cleanliness.  
His commitment to excellence and his very high standards 
still permeate the McDonald’s culture.

Walt Disney was a self-proclaimed dreamer.  We continue to 
experience his brand of  innovation and imagination in the 
current Disney empire.

Its ethics-based investments and all-encompassing HR 
practices earned brokerage firm Charles Schwab a strong 
reputation.  The firm deviated from this culture in the mid 
2000’s and experienced a loss of value.  It took a re-focus on 
the original culture to get them back on track.

In addition to being clear (the management and staff know 
what the firm stands for), the culture these business have 
created is maintainable (they have already survived the test 
of time).   

So how clear is your culture?  To assess the strength of your 
firm’s culture, check how many positive responses you have 
to the following statements:

Your brand is strong and recognizable in the marketplace.

You have strong leadership with a clear sense of purpose 
and direction.

Your customers know your firm’s roots and history, along 
with its current vision and mission. 

All team members know the firm’s history and buy into the 
current vision and mission.

You communicate with your team by sharing growth goals 
and the risks associated with those goals.

You know what is important to your employees and are 
meeting their needs in areas of recognition, personal 
development, and benefits.

You have a high level of engagement and enthusiasm 
within your management team and staff.

You have a low level of staff turnover.

If you disagreed with any of the above statements, contact us 
for ideas on how to further define your culture.  Read on to 
consider our process for enhancing what we dub your 
“working capital”  and elevating the level of engagement 
among your management team and staff.

Derek Stockley describes human capital as the recognition 
that the people in organizations and businesses are an 

essential asset and contribute to a firm’s development and 
growth as much as physical assets do.

We go one step further to call such human capital  
“working capital” – capital that is literally and figuratively 
working for you on a daily basis.  This is the product of a 
highly-engaged team that buys into the firm’s culture. 

When management and staff are truly engaged, they are 
happy and productive.   They subscribe to something 

called “ownership thinking” where they too wake up every 
morning thinking about what needs to be done to make 
the firm more successful.  To quote Brad Hams, they share 

the insomnia! They are internally-motivated and find 
satisfaction in a job well done.  

The secret to maximizing your “working capital” is to 
utilize your clearly-identifiable culture to raise the level of 
engagement so that your team voluntarily waves the flag. 

Consider what often happens when there is no 
clearly-defined culture.

After I finished articling,  I was very excited to be hired by 
a prominent law firm. This firm represented a great 
opportunity for a young lawyer like myself to develop a 
solid career path.

However, after a year or so I discovered I didn’t fit with 
their culture.  As I didn’t want to become an equity 
partner in a firm that had less social responsibility than 
I believed was important in today’s society, I changed 
direction.  I am now much happier in my new career 
providing legal support within a not-for-profit 
organization whose values I can fully endorse.
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Savvy organizations recognize the importance of team 
engagement to the company’s bottom line.  

An engagement survey is one way to get insight into your 
employees' attitudes and opinions towards their job and 
work environment.  Gathering your team’s views directly will 
help you assess how well the company is performing in a 
series of engagement drivers – those areas that typically 
motivate team members.  It helps you understand what 
matters most to your employees and identifies areas where 
morale is low.  From these results, you can determine what 
you need to do to increase the overall level of engagement.

Essentially engagement is the result of people being highly 
involved.  So a sure-fire way to get higher engagement is to 
involve your staff more.  This leads to greater commitment,  
which promotes ownership thinking and accountability.   

In his book The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Patrick Lencioni 
illustrates the obstacles to getting the level of business results 
you want.  Lencioni believes the root of the problem is the 
Absence of Trust.  

This lack of trust leads to a Fear of Conflict because people are 
hesitant to engage in any open debate and instead filter their 
comments. They are afraid of getting hurt or even hurting 
someone else’s feelings.

A fear of conflict breeds a Lack of Commitment.  If they haven’t 
been heard or expressed their true feelings and thoughts, 
team members often don’t buy into the group or leader’s 
decision.  They may feign agreement just to move on.

Without buy-in or commitment to a plan of action, individual 
behaviors can be counter-productive.  When added to the 
absence of trust and fear of conflict, this lack of commitment 
produces an Avoidance of Accountability — a failure to hold 
one’s self or others accountable.  This is where the team does 
not perform to the required standard.

The ultimate consequence is inadequate follow-through 
leading to Poor Results. 

In Lencioni's story, people have essentially put their own 
feelings above the goals and needs of the team.  They are 
mired in WIIFM (what’s in it for me) thinking.

Team Engagement
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We inverted the model to illustrate our  “we focus” approach, 
one that builds on the trust you currently have to develop 
higher engagement and an identifiable, maintainable culture.     

With even a modicum of Trust you can establish what we call 
Positive Conflict where participation is encouraged and 
people get the confidence to challenge each others’  ideas.  

This Positive Conflict produces greater clarity around what 
people are doing and why, and when combined with a fair 
and consistent decision-making process,  leads to greater  
buy-in and Commitment from the entire team.  

The next step is to ensure follow-through on the decisions.  
We recommend structures such as ARAs (see Hour 1) that 
provide guidelines, ensure transparency, and ultimately 
create the Accountability that leads to ownership thinking 
and a Culture of Engagement.

Remember, enhancing the culture of your organization can 
lead to superior financial results which will attract more of 
the right type of buyer.

Trust
Trust

Positive 
Conflict

Commitment

Accountability

Culture of Engagement

Adapted from 
The Five Dysfunctions of a 
Team by Patrick Lencioni
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